Prevalence of brain atrophy in liver cirrhosis patients with chronic persistent encephalopathy. Evaluation by computed tomography.
Brain computerized axial tomography scans were performed in 18 consecutive liver cirrhosis patients with chronic persistent encephalopathy (8 alcoholic and 10 nonalcoholic) in order to evaluate the incidence of brain atrophy in this pathological condition. Fifteen patients of similar age with liver cirrhosis of Child's class B but with acute episodic hepatic encephalopathy were studied in parallel. Brain atrophy was detected in 87.5% of alcoholic and in 50% of nonalcoholic liver cirrhosis patients with chronic persistent encephalopathy, whereas the patients with acute episodic encephalopathy were normal. The high frequency of brain atrophy in alcoholic patients with chronic encephalopathy can be attributed at least in part to the toxic effect of alcohol. The presence of brain atrophy in nonalcoholic liver cirrhosis patients with chronic persistent encephalopathy seems to indicate that the chronic exposure to toxins which are involved in the pathogenesis of hepatic encephalopathy leads to neuronal alterations which develop mainly in the cortex and which can be demonstrated by in vivo imaging only in a long-lasting state of coma. Moreover, alcohol and toxins causing hepatic encephalopathy seem to potentiate each other in inducing brain atrophy.